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THE PARABLE OF THE TARES 

THE parable of H The Tares among the Wheat" has proved 
almost as difficult to interpret and as varied in interpretation 
as that of H The Unjust Steward." It has been thought to 
teach that the evil will always be found to be mingled with the 
good in the Church, and that therefore all premature attempts 
to separate the two are to be deprecated. It has constantly 
been used as a missionary subject because our Lord in it 
declares that H the field is the world," and has been thought 
by it to urge us to persevere in missionary endeavours in spite 
of the failures in some parts of the field. 

But such interpretations, though possibly included in the 
teaching of the parable, do not cover its main purpose. 

It would seem to be important, in attempting to find a full 
interpretation, to take into consideration the context and cir
cumstances of the parable. We note that St. Matthew places 
it in conjunction with six other parables. All seven parables 
deal, in prophetic anticipation, with the fortunes of H the 
Kingdom of Heaven." It was this that our Lord had come to 
announce and to manifest. He was and He is the embodiment 
of it. "The Kingdom of Heaven" may be described as the 
truth of the nearness and reality of God. Christ taught and 
manifested this, and is this truth. The parable of " The Sower" 
declares that this truth must be personally appropriated by 
individual hearts and lives. The Kingdom begins with the 
individual. That truth to be fruitful requires that certain 
obstacles should be overcome. The parable of "The Sower" 
shows the need for rightful dispositions. The parable of " The 
Mustard Seed" tells of the widespread external growth and 
consequences of this truth in the world, beyond the expectations 
created by its small and secret beginning. The parable of 
"The Leaven" speaks of its sure, silent, unseen, and per
meating influence in the world. The parable of " The Hidden 
Treasure" tells of the Kingdom's value when suddenly dis
covered, and of the effort necessary to possess it personally; 
while that of " The Pearl of Great Price" tells of its surpassing 
value and beauty, amidst much else that is attractive and worth 
having. The parable of "The Draw-Net" foretells the all
embracing sweep of the Kingdom, and of the mixed elements 
which enter into it, and the final purging and severance of 
bad and good after the closest and most unerring scrutiny. 

But what is the teaching of the parable of "The Tares 
among the Wheat "1 If the striking grouping and the order 
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of these parables mean anything, then, perhaps, this parable 
teaches a rather different lesson from what it is usually 
thought to do. 

Commonly, as I have said, it is supposed to teach the lesson 
that in this world we are to expect that in the Church the evil 
will always be mingled with the good; that premature and rough 
attempts to expel those who may appear to be tares by those 
who regard themselves as wheat are to be discouraged. In a 
sentence, the true Church is not, and never will be in this world, 
co-terminous with the visible Church. The Judgment Day 
alone can declare who of those in the Church are really of the 
Church. 

If this be its teaching, how does the lesson differ from that 
of " The Draw-Net"1 That lesson would seem to come as a 
fitting close to the series of lessons in the seven parables. Such 
a lesson is premature and out of the true order in the sequence 
in the second parable of the seven. No; just as the parable 
of " The Sower" foretells the obstacles to the good seed bearing 
fruit in the hearts and lives of individuals, so the parable of 
.. The Wheat and Tares," very naturally, follows on to foretell 
the dangers surrounding the good seed in the world generally. 

Here comes in the force of our Lord's declaration, "the 
field is the world." The field, be it noted, is not the Church. 
To declare that" the field is the world" was prophetic of how 
the good seed, the Kingdom, the truth of the nearness and reality 
of God, should be spread throughout the world. The Kingdom 
was to be catholic, not national, although it would begin with 
individuals. The sons of the Kingdom were to be cosmopolitan, 
not racial, and drawn from individuals of all nations. 

But, though this was true, the sons of the Kingdom had to 
learn the difficult lesson that the good seed sown by the Son of 
Man in the world would not be always and everywhere trium
phant. How was it that, since Christ had come to destroy the 
works of the devil-how was it that, if He had " bruised the 
serpent's head," the serpent was yet active and powerful 1 

The Apostles-the early believers-even as present-day 
Christians are, might have been a little disheartened when they 
found opposition and rejection, falling away and hypocrisy, 
wickedness rearing its head with all its enormity and ferocity, 
in spite of the sowing of the good seed, but for the warning 
of this parable. The failure of Ananias and Sapphira, e.g., 
must have been a great shock to the Apostles after the Kingdom 
had spread so rapidly. St. Peter, however, knew that alongside 
of the progress of the good and true there would also be the 
sowing of the bad. Without hesitation he recognized the work 
()f an enemy and traced it to its true source: " Why hath Satan 
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filled thine heart to lie to the Holy Ghost 1" (Acts v. 3). These 
were St. Peter's words about the matter. 

No. The sowing of the good seed only awakens the anger 
of the enemy. He knows that his power is broken, that a 
stronger than he has come upon him; but he makes a 
desperate attempt to keep that which was never, by right, his. 
So, when the Apostles went out into the world charged with 
their message, they believed in it, loved it, and were ready to 
die for it. When they found, as they did find, that the forces 
of evil did not scatter at their bidding, even in spite of the harvest 
of Pentecost; when they found hardness, rejection, opposition, 
and failure-what was to save them from despair or discourage
ment 1 Very naturally, they might ask anxiously and in 
surprise, "Sir, didst Thou not sow good seed in Thy field 1 
Whence, then, hath it tares 1" Whence, then, after all our 
efforts-whence, then, after such wonderful sowing-whence, 
then, after all the Saviour's love and suffering-whence, then, 
this fruitlessness, this failure, at the moment when fruit might 
be expected 1 Can it be that the good seed is not really good ? 
Can it be that we have been deceived in thinking that to be 
all-powerful which by experience and use proves to be some
times weak ? No, no, indeed! The answer is, and the owner 
of the field knows it-nay, expects it: " An enemy hath done 
this." The answer is that the devil's power is not completely 
destroyed. A principle of its destruction has come into the 
world. Man's freewill has not been taken from him. He is 
still open to either the influence of the good seed of the Son 
of Man or to the tares which the devil sows wherever and when
soever the wheat has been sown. Men may still become, even 
though the Kingdom is and has come and been announced 
by the Saviour, " sons of the evil one." But, as never before, 
the possibility of becoming, the power to become, " sons of the 
Kingdom" is within their reach. 

N ow we can see what, perhaps, is implied in the question 
of the servants: "Sir, didst not thou sow good seed in thy field 1 
Whence, then, hath it tares 1" There is surprise, there is an 
element of shock, there is a shade of shaking or wavering, after 
the battle has begun, and when there has been some repulse. 
The servants, zealous for their master's honour, find this the 
first great trial. In their anxiety they naturally appeal to 
him for an explanation. They find him calm and prepared
he knows: " An enemy hath done this." In his calmness they 
learn also to be calm, and to be strong with his strength. 

But then there arises another question: " Wilt thou, then, 
that we go and gather them up 1" Being interpreted, that 
means: " Wilt Thou, then, that we make no peace with them? 
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Wilt Thou, then, that we cast them out as impossible of amend
ment 1 Wilt Thou that we allow them no longer to be in touch 
with the wheat 1 Wilt Thou that we look upon them as useless 
and profitless, and as mere cumberers of the ground 1" The 
answer is calm, certain, clear, and unmistakable: "Nay, lest 
while ye gather up the tares ye root up also the wheat with them. 
Let both grow together until the harvest." Are you sure that 
you can distinguish between them 1 How can you do so, 
since the tares in their early growth are so like the wheat 1 
That which looks to you so like the tares in its early showing, 
may, after all, when it comes to fruit, prove to be wheat. In 
your zeal for My good, have you sufficiently realized and con
sidered the awful consequences of rooting out, getting rid of 
and abandoning, what looks to you like tares 1 

Nay, "let both grow together until the harvest." Then, 
the fruit is unmistakably seen and known. Then, the true 
character of the plant is declared, when the ears of tares contain 
the black and useless grains instead of the rich and golden corn. 
Then, the reapers shall execute My orders with unerring judg
ment. Then, the tares shall prove their worthlessness and the 
wheat its fitness for My barns! 

With this interpretation of the parable the early Church 
might have found a source of inexhaustible comfort and strength. 
The Gospel was not long in the world before both preachers 
and adherents must have felt the need of some such comforting 
assurance on which to fall back. One can imagine St. Paul 
pondering on the meaning of this parable when he wrote to 
the Galatians or the Corinthians, and perhaps it weighed with 
him in his later attitude to John Mark. We recall, too, such 
sayings of the Lord as St. Matt. xxiv. 12: "Because iniquity 
shall abound, the love of many shall wax cold," or St. Luke 
xviii. 8: "When the Son of man cometh, shall He find faith 
on the earth 1" or St. Matt. xxiv. 13: "He that endureth 
to the end, the same shall be saved." 

Such texts plainly declare that some might be tempted to 
ask a little despondently, " Sir, didst Thou not sow good seed 
in Thy field 1 Whence, then, hath it tares 1" 

We know the danger that surrounds us from prevailing 
indifference. Our Lord has not led us to suppose that we shall 
find the good seed everywhere triumphant. Rather He teaches 
us that evil shall become more and more apparent as the good 
becomes more evident. The shade is always more noticeabl~ 
as the light becomes brighter. Do not let us be carried away 
by the influence of those who tell us that the good seed is not 
as good as we thought. . 

We shall not be caught in the wiles of the devil, who would 
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try to persuade us that Christian Science or Theosophy or 
Spiritualism is what is really needed to improve " the field." 
The good seed has triumphed in the past, in spite of the tares 
sown by the enemy. There are greater triumphs yet in store 
for it. 

But the parable warns us against hardness and want of 
sympathy with those whom we may be tempted to regard as 
tares. We are not to give up any as hopeless. We are not to 
put down any class or any individuals as past possible fruitful
ness. We need a boundless love and charity and superhuman 
tenderness. 

If our own experience is recalled, we shall remember that the 
growth of tares and wheat is closely akin. After all, both in 
Nature and in Grace wheat is only improved tares! It requires 
great patience, much practice, long cultivation and care for 
the wheat to become good and fruitful wheat. Tares-or, 
rather, what look like tares-are constantly proving themselves 
to be in reality wheat, under Divine grace and blessing. 

The parable, too, supplies us with inspiring motives for 
efforts to reach those who, in the end, seem to be in danger of 
proving tares. Obviously, to be a tare at the Harvest means 
to suffer loss-a loss so terrible that it is described under the 
image of a furnace of fire, and produces the wailing and gnashing 
of teeth of bitter remorse. Clearly the husbandman in the 
parable restrained the zeal of his servants because they had not 
quite realized what the rooting out of the tares might mean for 
them. Clearly the Son of Man has sown good seed in the world 
at such tremendous cost in order to save those who will have it 
so from something which in terribleness must correspond to the 
cost at which He sowed it. 

Are there not three great dangers before a Christian to-day? 
Either he may become despondent and doubtful about the 
power of the Gospel, because he sees some failure around him. 
Or he may become hard and unsympathetic towards those who 
differ from him and cannot see the light as he sees it. Or he 
may grow slack in his efforts and desires to help those who at 
present are outside of a living Christianity. To all these three 
attitudes the parable seems to have something to say. Our 
Lord seems to have prophetically taken them into account 
and provided an antidote, as He describes in parable" the for
tunes" of the Kingdom of Heaven in the World. 

HUBERT G. HOUSEMAN. 
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